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Mrs Jounston of South Carolina, from the Committee on Agriculture 

and Forestry, submitted the following 


REPORT 
[To accompany H. R. 3981] 


The Committee on Agriculture and Forestry, to whom was referred 
the bill (H. R. 3981) to amend the act of July 8, 1943 (57 Stat. 388), 
entitled “‘An act to authorize the Secretary of Agriculture to adjust 
titles to lands acquired by the United States which are subject to his 
administration, custody, or control,’’ having considered the same, 
report thereon with a recommendation that it do pass without 
amendment. 

The bill, as introduced in the House of Representatives, provided 
no limitation as to the length of the period in which the Secretary of 
Agriculture could adjust titles to lands under his control. In its 
report on the bill, the Committee on Agriculture recommended an 
amendment to H. R. 3981 under which the present limitation of a 
10- year pe ‘riod would be extended to a 20- vear pe riod. The amend- 
ment was approved by the House of Representatives and a copy of 
the House committee report (H. Rept. 963) explaining the purpose of 
the bill, is attached hereto as a part of this report. 


H. Rept. 963, 82d Cong., Ist sess. ] 


The Committee on Agriculture, to whom was referred the bill (H. R. 3981) to 
amend the act of July 8, 1943 (57 Stat. 388), entitled ‘“‘An act to authorize the 
Secretary of Agriculture to adjust titles to lands acquired by the United States 
which are subject to his administration, custody, or control,” having considered 
the same, report favorably thereon with amendments and recommend that the 
bill do pass. 

The amendments are as follows: 

Page 1, line 4, strike out the period at the end of the sentence and insert in lieu 
thereof the following: ‘‘and inserting in lieu thereof ‘within 20 years’.”’ 
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STATEMENT 


Under the authority of the act of July 8, 1943, the Secretary of Agriculture is 
authorized to execute quitclaim deeds to lands under his jurisdiction to which the 
United States has acquired title or color of title through mistake, misunderstand- 
ing, error or inadvertence, or to which title has been found insufficient. The act 
provides that the action authorized therein must be taken within 10 years after 
acquisition by the United States of the title or color of title to the land involved. 

Under the authority of this act a number of land titles have been adjusted. 
Most of these cases involved errors in surveys or in the drafting of deeds. 

During the period 1933-35 United States acquired a considerable acreage of 
land in the Southeastern States as part of the program of retiring from production 
submarginal and unprofitable agricultural land. Most of the land thus acquired 
has been planted to forests or permitted to grow upintrees. Since the land as such 
has very little value, there was little occasion to question the property lines of the 
land acquired by the Government, until the trees growing on the land became large 
enough to be of some commercial value. Some of this timber is now reaching a 
marketable size and as it does, the property lines become of some importance, 

Most of the surveys and land titles in this area are based on old surveys and as 
these are rechecked there have come to light a number of instances where the 
Government’s title or property lines are found to be slightly in error. There are 
at the present time about 97 such cases pending before the Department of Agri- 
culture. In most cases the error is slight and the average case involves only 
6% acres of land and a value of about $23. 

ven though it is clearly shown that the Government actually has no equitable 
title to the land involved, it is impossible for the Secretary of Agriculture to correct 
the error because of the 10-year limitation contained in the 1943 statute and the 
fact that the titles now involved had little reason to be checked within 10 years 
after their acquisition by the Government because the lands were not being used. 
This amendment to the 1943 act merely extends for an additional 10 years the 
period within which action to correct these errors in title may be taken by the 
Secretary of Agriculture. 

COMMITTEE AMENDMENT 


As referred to the committee, the bill merely struck out the 10-year limitation 
on the period within which actions authorized by the 1943 act could be taken 
leaving no termination or limitation date. The committee felt that there should 
be some time limit in which such action should be taken and ascertained from testi- 
mony at the hearing that a 20-year limitation would permit the Secretary to take 
care of about 90 percent of the eases which are barred by the 10-year limitation in 
the statute but which are known to merit action. 


DEPARTMENT REPORT 


The letter from the Secretary of Agriculture recommending enactment of 
H. R. 3981, is appended hereto and made a part of this report. 


DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, 
Washington, D. C., July 11, 1981. 
Hon. Haroitp D. Coo.ey, 
Chairman, Commiitee on Agriculture, 
House of Representatives. 

Dear Mr. Cooter: This is in response to your request of June 12 for the 
recommendations of this Department on H. R. 3981, a bill to amend the act of 
July 8, 1943 (57 Stat. 388), entitled ‘“‘An act to authorize the Secretary of Agri- 
culture to adjust titles to lands acquired by the United States which are subject 
to his administration, custody, or control.’’ 

Enactment of H. R. 3981 is recommended. 

The act of July 8, 1943 (57 Stat. 388) authorizes the Secretary of Agriculture 
to execute quitclaim deeds to lands under his jurisdiction to which the United 
States has acquired title or color of title through mistake, misunderstanding, 
error, or inadvertence, or to which title has been found insufficient. However, 
such action must be taken within 10 vears after acquisition by the United States 
of the title or color of title to the land. Purpose of the act was to permit this 
Department to clear the public records when title to privately owned land was 
inadvertently clouded or when land was acquired by the United States through 
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mistake, inadvertence, or misunderstanding. Such occasionally happens through 
errors in surveys, deeds, or abstracts, or misunderstandings as to the descriptions 
of tracts being purchased. Usually only small parts of the acquired tracts and 
minor acreages are involved. A full report on this act and the purpose thereof is 
set out in House of Representatives Report No. 406, Seventy-eighth Congress, 
First session. 

H. R. 3981 would amend the aforesaid act of July 8, 1943, by striking from it 
the words “within 10 years.’”’ If it is enacted, the requirement that the title 
adjustments authorized by the original act be made within 10 years of the date 
of acquisition by the United States of the title or color of title to the lands will be 
eliminated. This Department would then be authorized to clear the records of 
title or color of title to those lands acquired through error or misunderstanding 
or inadvertence upon presentation of valid and supportable evidence, even though 
more than 10 years had elapsed since the title or color of title was acquired by the 
Government. No other provisions of the 1943 act will be changed by H. R. 3981. 

The limitation of 10 vears within which the described adjustments can be made 
was included in the 1943 act on the presumption that claims made in good faith 
would be presented within that period, and that over longer periods, records would 
tend to be lost and memories of people concerned become dim. 

Experience since 1943, however, has shown that this provision often prevents 
desirable and justifiable corrective action in situations to which the act, basically, 
was intended to apply. In many instances, the errors or misunderstandings are 
not brought to light until some intensive development of the lands involved is 
undertaken or more accurate surveys are made. Sometimes new title evidence 
is produced. Often, as to timberlands, the conflict in boundary lines or in deeds 
does not appear until either the Government or the landowner undertakes to 
utilize the timber, which may be considerably more than 10 years after the deed 
to the United States which clouded the owners’ title isexecuted. This is especially 
so as to timberlands acquired in a cut-over condition, since many years usually 
elapse before the new crop becomes usable. Most of the lands involved are 
wild lands acquired in the land utilization or national forest program. 

Procedures developed by this Department require that requests for title 
adjustments be adequately supported by the records and by facts on the ground. 
The apprehension that the validity of requests for adjustments in titles which 
the Government has held longer than 10 years would be difficult of determination 
because of lost records or changing personnel has not been borne out by experience 
under the act. Justice and equity would seem to require that clouds on title to 
lands of others be removed or lands erroneously acquired be returned regardless 
of the time when the Government took the deed which created the condition. 

Records of the Department indicate about 39 requests or applications for 
quitclaim deeds pursuant to the act of July 8, 1943, now at hand which are 
justifiable but which cannot be acted upon because the deeds or judgments 
giving the Government title or color of title to the lands involved were taken 
more than 10 years before the requests were filed. The tracts involved average 
about 6% acres each, and 26 of them are 5 acres or under in area. Other requests 
have been advanced but have not been fully investigated and additional ones are, 
of course, filed from time to time. 

While the tracts involved are usually small, they are important to the owners. 
These conflicts of ownership also absorb the time of administrative personnel and 
add to the expense of administering the public lands. 

Authority to settle them expeditiously and equitably will promote economy of 
management of the public properties. 

The Bureau of the Budget advises that it has no objection to the submission 
of this report. 

Sincerely, 
CHARLES F. BRANNAN, Secretary. 





CHANGES IN EXISTING LAW 


In compliance with subsection (4) of rule X XIX of the Standing 
Rules of the Senate, changes in existing law made by the bill, as 
reported, are shown as follows (existing law proposed to be omitted is 
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enclosed in black brackets, new matter is printed in italics, existing 
law in which no change is proposed is shown in roman): 


AN ACT To authorize the Secretary of Agriculture to adjust titles to lands acquired by the United States 
which are subject to his administration, custody, or control. 


Re it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of 
America an Congress assembled, That if the Secretary of Agriculture shall find 
[within ten years] within twenty years after the acquisition by the United States 
of anv land or interest therein which is subject to his administration, custody, or 
control, other than land acquired by exchange of public domain land or resources, 
that the title thereto is legally insufficient for the purposes for which such land 
or interest was acquired and no consideration therefor has been paid by the 
United States, or that title or color of title to such land or interest was acquired 
through mistake, misunderstanding, error, or inadvertence, he is hereby authorized 
to execute and deliver on behalf of and in the name of the United States to the 
person from whom the title was acquired or to the person whom he finds entitled 
thereto a quitclaim deed to such land or interest: Provided, however, That if the 
person to whom such deed is made is the same person from whom the United States 
acquired title, or his successor in interest, any consideration given by the United 
States for such land or interest shall be restored or, in lieu thereof, the value equiv- 
alent of such consideration as determined by the Secretary of Agriculture shall 
be paid to the United States; and any consideration or value equivalent so restored 
or paid shall, so far as is practicable, be restored to the jurisdiction, or deposited 
to the credit, of the department, agency, appropriation, or fund from which the 
consideration was transferred or paid at the time of the acquisition of title by the 
United States. 
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